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Between Flagged Borders, Across Gendered Lands: The voiceless female space 





Although the Australian beach has become a multiple discursive site of contested 
meanings between mythic and ordinary understandings, there is, at present, a lack of 
literary and cultural criticism surrounding its gendered codes. In particular, there is an 
absence of adequate female representation. While Fiske, Hodge and Turner (1987) 
suggest the Australian beach continues to play a central and critical role in the changing 
tides of national identity, the traditional beach myth, like the tale of the Australian bush, 
is predominately male dominated, claimed and owned. Although national identities are 
not homogenous—we are of various ethnicities, classes and backgrounds, with distinct 
and often conflicting ideas of what it means to be Australian—representations of the 
beach as a male space are problematised when viewed and filtered through a feminist 
lens.    
 
As the role of women in adjusting these perspectives is immense, but largely 
unexamined, it is clear that in any discussion of national identities, gender is significant, 
but as one determinant in a set of many, “it matters in a way that is irreducibly 
complex” (Siegel 2004, 2). Although the female space, like the female journey, is 
“always mediated by a series of interrelated factors that shape and filter the reality 
described” (Fortunati 2001, 5), the use of gender as an interpretative parameter allows 
for the interrogation of two cultural constructs: the voice of the Australian female beach 
goer and the ways in which female movement is perceived. 
 
Although it is tempting when theorising about national identity to force its discourse “into 
neat categories of either subversion or submission” (Gregory 1999, 700), this article is 
more concerned with the tensions and contradictions, the points of inconsistency and 
ambivalence, and “the specific contradictions of marginalisation and powerlessness that 
have shaped much of the female experience” (Felski 1989, 114). This article argues that 
the creation of a feminist geography for marking, mapping and travelling to and through 
the beach, would dissolve “cherished divisions” between private and public spheres, and 
above all, “dismantle white male claims to a privileged territoriality by stressing cultural 
differences and a multiplicity of possible perspectives” (Holland and Huggan 2000, 112).  
 
Since the Cronulla riots in 2005, the beach has witnessed differing representations of 
itself in the national and international media. Although Cronulla sparked new interest in 
the political and cultural significance of the beach, it also cemented the beach’s existence 
as a hyper masculine space. The national newspapers, in reporting the conflicts between 
Anglo-Saxon and Middle Eastern Australians, suggested Middle Eastern Australian men 
were harassing Anglo-Saxon Australian women, “The Australian’s editorial also reports 
‘seething resentment’ at the treatment of young girls who are ‘harassed, ogled, leered 
and whistled at while they sunbake’” (Hartley and Green 2006, 352). The riots revealed 
to the world national tensions and anxieties that exist and surface on the Australian 
beach: “What was at stake in the confrontation was culture—the use of the beach and 
the right way to ‘be’ Australian” (Hartley and Green 2006, 352).  
 
In light of these tensions between hybridities of the real and imagined and the material 
and metaphoric, the beach emerges as a gendered space even when intentionally 
designed to be neutrally gendered. As Bonner, McKay, and McKee suggest: 
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The beach remains an important site for thinking about Australia: as a privileged 
metaphor for thinking about our nation; as a site where gender identities can be 
worked out—either unclothed and ordinary, or clothed and attempting to reject 
Australian identity in a masculine counterculture (2001, 273).  
 
Historically, Australian men and women have been segregated at the beach, with women 
denied permission to participate in organised sporting events such as surfing 
competitions and females only permitted to sign up as lifesavers in the late 1970s. Even 
now, the concept of Max Dupain’s Sunbaker (the bronzed, idealised masculine figure) is 
still packaged as the Australian beach myth, and marketed and sold overseas. The latest 
popular reality series Bondi Rescue (2006-2009) also reinforces masculine hegemony at 
the beach, maintaining the iconic image of all that we simultaneously celebrate with the 
ANZACs: duty, mateship, larrikinism, heroism and physical strength.  
 
Framed between these parameters of power and powerlessness, it is in this context that 
female beach identities emerge, and are firmly situated at, a constant site of struggle. 
They are both self-reflexive selves and constructed fictions that are constantly engaged 
in a process of self-making through self-narrating, in producing rather than expressing 
truth, and in constructing rather than reflecting self. 
 
Despite traceable shifts in gendered representations of national identities and the 
continued dissolution of “the long-term restriction of women to the private, personal 
world” (Smith and Watson 1998, 9), there are still gender codes that govern the beach, 
and regulate how the space is occupied and used. Women’s solitary or unaccompanied 
travel to the beach is still considered risky and less common, with recurrent warnings 
and rhetorics of peril often specifically levelled at female beach goers. Wandering 
women, single “unescorted” women on solo holidays, and even female swimmers and 
surfers, are inescapably aware of their own physical vulnerability while using the beach, 
the fear of rape, for example, when walking through sand dunes at night, or the fear of 
being sexually harassed when literally unclothed.  
 
In light of these readings and misreadings that continue to affect the way Australian 
women move to and through the beach, it seems the female voice remains silenced, 
undercut or assumed. Following the conventions of this patriarchal tradition, the male 
beach goer is constructed as the heroic lifesaver, the brave surfer or the fit, tanned 
bather, while the female beach goer is represented as a post-card girl, a bikini babe or 
fantasy woman, indeed sometimes even a drowning damsel in distress. Where the male 
life saver self-appointedly assumes the role of an omniscient being, an all-knowing, all-
seeing presence, the female is surveilled through performative notions of the body and 
normative concepts of beauty. She is presented, and indeed sometimes even presents 
herself, as an entity to be observed, an object of desire, and a conquest or destination 
point rather than as an active co-member, user and participant of the beach. 
  
In counter action, many beach practitioners are reworking the canonical formations that 
inscribe the male as adventurer or quester, and the female as the one who is to be 
desired or showcased. Tim Winton’s Dirt Music (2003) follows protagonist Georgie 
Jutland as she watches Luther Fox, an amateur fisherman on the beach for a week. 
Although the traditional gazer/ gazed is reversed as the male-female fixation flips on 
itself, it soon becomes evident that “After a week of watching the shamateur launch, 
Georgie knew that she’d let it go too long” (Winton 2001, 43). Unlike the welcomed, 
protective gaze of the male lifesaver, Georgie is constructed as a kind of disruptive, 
unruly woman – drunk, unhappy in her marriage and eventually punished for her 
surveillance. In the end, the act of gazing generates “oblique” guilt within her; 
“Somehow she felt complicit, and it left her exposed, nervous” (Winton 2001, 43).  
 
In contrast, Wendy Harmer’s third novel Roadside Sisters (2009) tells of the epic 
campervan journey of three women from Melbourne to Byron Bay. The beach sidelines 
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the trip and becomes a place for the women to refigure their lives. The solidarity of 
friendship through adversity against the knowing yet non-judgmental background of the 
beach, provides these women with the opportunity to move beyond the pains of their 
normative lives and become the real feminists they once claimed to be. The gaze 
between Harmer’s charcters is female-female directed, a kind of self-surveillance 
between sisters, that unlike Winton’s protagonist, is not punishable in the end. 
 
Women’s beach travel then can be read as a kind of female nomadism that transcends 
the beach’s traditional male boundaries, a movement “between roots and sense of 
belonging, between source culture and acquired culture” (Fortunati 2001, 12). Indeed, 
in contemporary female travel writing, the meeting between differences is essentially a 
meeting between identities, and increasingly, these identities are already hybrid. As 
Trinh explains: 
Identity is largely constituted through the process of othering. What can a return 
to the original be, indeed, when the original is always already somewhere other 
than where it is thought to be, when ‘stay home’ also means ‘reach out’...(1989, 
10). 
Since the act of wandering to, on or along the beach implies movement across a 
landscape imagined or real, the idea of beach travel always calls into question the 
concept of border: border women, border writing, border texts and border crossings. In 
an attempt to avoid naturalising and homogenising these terms, Maggie Humm, in 
Border Traffic (1991), explains how “the border is not only a question of a place that 
assumes some one dimensional literary plane without hierarchy or class, but of 
difference, since in looking at literary borders we find asymmetry, absence and 
marginalisation” (1991, 6).  
In her attempt to reclaim the borderlands of these authorised cultural discourses, it is 
difficult for the female beach goer “to clarify without falsifying what is strictly and 
unambiguously ‘my’ experience when ‘our’ experience is also at stake” (Gilmore 
2001, 131). Perhaps the example that most potently captures this idea of the 
collective female experience is the shared spectacle of Schoolies and its increasingly 
popular status as a “passage of rite” for annual school leavers. While it is interesting 
to note the Schoolies gaze is predominately media-based with its focus increasingly 
moving inward from the beach to the city, the gaze is still essentially male, with 
figures of authority (police officers, bouncers and security guards) still considered 
male roles that necessitate masculine attitudes, behaviours and attributes; “physical 
strength, adventurousness, emotional neutrality, certainty, control, assertiveness, self-
reliance, individuality [and] competitiveness” (Kenway and Fitzclarence 2006, 208). 
 
Alternatively (and ironically) the beach landscape can be considered an essentially 
female space. The beach in its most natural state exists first and foremost as a space 
that is wild, unpredictable and uncertain, traits traditionally attributed to the female 
disposition. The beach is determined, like women’s lives, by seasons and cycles rather 
than destination points or set positions. The patriarchy, however, imposes masculinist 
structures on the land that are most evident at Schoolies: landmarks of authority and 
control (lifeguard towers, police stations) consumer based marketing and activities 
(kiosks and food stalls, live music stages); and structured landscapes (concrete paths 
and fenced off areas etc). The Schoolies beach is a beach that embodies this localised 
hierarchy; it is a surveilled landscape that attempts to control a natural, uncontrollable 
space. In this way, patriarchal concepts of the beach are inextricably linked to the 
history of mapping—to acts of naming the new, of labelling and claiming land and of 
plotting precise boundaries—all of which are inherently male acts, “since the intention is 
to circumscribe, define, and hence control the world” (Rose 1993, 35).  
As Australian women continue to be surveyed and mapped into this space, the female 
Schoolies rite of passage creates a space for resistance to expectations of traditional 
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behaviour. While underage drinking and promiscuity no doubt still exist, there is a 
movement towards a resistance that is individualistic rather than collective, with an 
increasing number of girls deciding to alter their physical appearance through piercings, 
tattooing and hair colouring. This seems to indicate the stirrings of a shift from young 
Australian girls conforming to normative beauty images to resisting. Even as many who 
belong to this group many not identify as feminists, their actions signify that the 
resistance of patriarchal concepts, codes and cultures is increasingly becoming personal 
and private rather than political and public. 
While the beach space therefore remains a voiceless female space, challenges to the 
normative understanding of masculine dominance continue to surface; yet contemporary 
representations of the beach are confirming rather than rejecting traditional patriarchal 
views. While Schoolies is still regarded in public spheres as a collective illegality, it allows 
young women, who are either consciously or unconsciously aware of the codes that seek 
to contain them, to partly or completely dissolve the normative structures that confine 
them.  
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